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La Llorona
Kristen Evans
¿Quieres que te diga un cuento? Okay. I’ll tell you a story. But you have to
promise to be quiet, ¿okay, mija?
There once was a beautiful woman named María. She was the most
beautiful woman in the world. Todos los hombres querían casarse con ella,
but she told all the men who came to her door that she was waiting for a
man whose beauty could match her own.
Cuando era niña, I lived in a house of concrete with a thatched roof
of palma that my father made with his own hands. Cuando era niña, the
flamboyanes rained red petals, and we scurried up trees in bare feet and
swayed higher than the world in shaking branches while the wind settled.
Cuando era niña, I spent whole days trailing the shape of the shore,
running down rocky trails with los otros niños, our hands sticky with
sweat and with ice cream. At night the skies were dark and in the tiny
home Mamá and I shared, only the jícara gourds hanging from our ceiling filled with candles gave us light. I would listen to the wind howl outside around the corners of the world and swing gently in my hammock
and think: estaré aquí para siempre.
It was a good thought. There was nowhere else I would have rather been.
Un día, un ranchero guapo vino del norte al pueblo de María. María,
who was washing clothes by the river, heard the sound of his horse approaching, and looked up to see a well-dressed man coming her way. María and
the ranchero laid eyes on each other. He thought she was beautiful. She
thought he was handsome. He was well-off and rich, and she was young
and clever. They married, and soon two children blessed their home.
I was eight or nine when the trouble started. Or maybe it had been
going on for a long time, but I was too much of a child to notice. That
is how children are: frightened by stories but untroubled by what’s real.
My greatest fear was that Mamá would find out I had lied to her about
playing on the shore of the river by myself. But then men with pistolas
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came to our pueblo, and at night the wind didn’t just howl; it bit like
ghosts and like lies. I trembled in the dark and worried about fantasmas
and death and hauntings. We huddled in our home and listened to the
explosions outside and Mamá told me stories, and held me close, and
cried. If Mamá had asked, I’d have said we were living a story, and we
were the good guys who would win in the end. But Mamá didn’t ask.
We ran.
El ranchero grew more and more prosperous as time passed, y tenía que
viajar a menudo. María hated how often he was gone from their home, and
she hated that every time he came home, he only came to see their children.
But he no longer loved María.
Y así fue.
I was younger than you are, mija, when I left my home forever, and
Mamá and I paid all that we had into greedy hands, and clever men
with glinting eyes and secret paths led us through the jungles. As we ran
through the night, I tripped and cried. The men threatened with their
guns, and I went silent. Not just my voice, though I stopped wailing. Not
just my tears, though I stopped crying. The coyotes scared me so that
everything inside me went still and cold, my panic frozen, mi alma vacío.
I didn’t know what I was afraid of, and Mamá didn’t tell me. But some
part of me knew La Llorona would come, with a shriek and a sigh, or a
chupacabra would drain my blood.
I shouldn’t have worried—those are all stories and lies. I learned what
to fear as we fled in a hurry: coyotes with claws of steel.
Superada por sus celos, María told her two young children that they
would be going for a walk por el río. The children were excited for the trip.
They didn’t know what was rotting in their mother’s heart.
For days we cramped into jostling trucks and hid in secret places:
a tree house, a tented camp at the edges of a river, a trapdoor in a
basement. Mamá, me, and an old couple (¿qué les pasó?), whose faces
have never faded in my mind: furrows so deep I could have planted seeds
in the weary skin above their eyes; dry, husky skin like maíz and rapid,
hissing whispers about money and fear and fear.
(Always fear.)
She drowned her children. Threw them into the river and watched as
they sank below the waves. There was satisfaction, first. Then regret. She
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knew she had done something terribly wrong, and horrified, she threw
herself into the water, joining her children.
Sí, es la verdad. They leave you if you don’t pay. They charge more
sometimes. Other things too.
No, yo no. Mi mamá had heard so many stories—of course she took
the pill.
No, I didn’t understand.
About a week after María and her children died, el ranchero discovered
their bodies on the banks of the river. He held his dead children and cried.
And of course as we waited para el próximo paso de la jornada, los
coyotes tipped back their beers and laughed and planned and lied.
It must have been days that we walked but it felt like eternity, like time
was stretched and flattened into forever. Through the desert we crossed
the border with held breaths and hopes sprawling like skies. Mamá and I
clutched each other and thought, we’re here, we’re here.
Even now, the spirit of María—now known as La Llorona, the weeping
woman—wanders the banks of the great rivers, snatching up children for
the ones she lost, wearing a white robe and wailing, wailing, wailing. Y por
eso, debes cuidarte; be careful, stay away from the danger and the dark.
Es cierto. It’s not perfect.
I miss that small house and the sound of my cousins laughing just
outside. I miss a childhood spent eating mango and maracuyá, sucking
the best bits off the tips of my fingers under a sweltering, humid sun.
I miss the days when no one would ever think of accusing me of stealing a dream, when my wishes were my own and the stars were lights that
hung only a little higher than me, so close I could grasp them in my fists.
Te lo juro, mija, this country—different than home, sometimes better,
but sometimes much worse.
I’m not a child anymore, and though I am often scared my fears have
stretched and changed. These days I’m no longer afraid of La Llorona,
with her shrieks in the night for children she lost, or her stringy wet hair,
hands clawing before her, and a soaking dress of off-white lace.
I’m no longer afraid, mija, because I have taken her place, and I am
quiet, quiet, quiet.
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